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Tunisian
President Beji 
Caid Essebsi: 
The calm after 
the storm

Turkey threatens as US deploys troops in Syria

Carthage

T 

he corridors of the 
presidential palace at 
Carthage are incredibly 
quiet. For decades fol-
lowing Tunisia’s inde-

pendence, executive and political 
decisions were made here. Tuni-
sian President Beji Caid Essebsi 
has changed that. He knows that 
what Tunisia needs is an experi-
enced conductor of the political or-
chestra, someone who coordinates 
and directs the music but does not 
himself play it.

In post-revolution Tunisia, the 
government’s team of youthful 
leaders has learned to appreciate 
the wisdom the veteran politi-
cal figure provides. Caid Essebsi, 
who has surrounded himself with 
young aides, wants to stay con-
nected to the country’s youth. He 
likes to reach out to this large seg-
ment of Tunisian society in a lan-
guage it can understand and the 
medium it uses most.

Unsurprisingly, reports of the 
president’s activities appear on 
the presidency’s Facebook page 
before showing up in the news 
media. That choice is not wanton. 
Facebook is the favourite news 

platform of Tunisian youth. Caid 
Essebsi, who has been in politics 
since the heydays of the printed 
press and radio in Tunisia, has 
kept track of the transformations 
in communication technologies.

A few moments with Caid Esseb-
si, 90, are sufficient to realise how 
alert and sharp he is. He focuses on 
the main issues but does not ne-
glect details. True to his classical 
education, he often quotes from 
Arabic classical poetry when he 
wants to make a point. Very often, 
too, he refers to speeches and ac-
tions by Tunisia’s first president, 
Habib Bourguiba, who remains an 
inspiration for him.

There is a great deal of confi-
dence in the discourse of Caid Es-
sebsi, who said the end of Tunisia’s 
lean years is nearing and that the 
country is on the right track. Still, 
he recognises the enormous chal-
lenges ahead, especially the need 
to solve the country’s seemingly 
intractable economic problems.

Reaching political compromise 
in Tunisia is one thing but achiev-

ing reforms is another. Political 
compromise between the many 
political parties in the country — 
too many, in Caid Essebsi’s opinion 
— must be in the service of reforms 
and not an objective in itself.

Tunisia is an important country 
even if its regional role is bound to 
be determined by its geographic 
size, its internal political map and 
its resources. The Maghrebi bloc, 
with which Egypt finds itself in-
creasingly associated, is at ease 
with Tunisia’s role. Nobody in Tu-
nisia wants to control the region 
and that is what makes the country 

a place for the exchange of ideas 
even between opposing parties, 
especially when it comes to na-
tional security issues.

Caid Essebsi knows the impor-
tance of this conciliatory role and 
encourages the country’s diplo-
macy to be active in promoting 
dialogue. Caid Essebsi knows the 
importance of this conciliatory 
role and encourages the country’s 
diplomacy to be active in promot-
ing dialogue.

Beirut
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s the Syrian war edged 
towards its seventh year 
on March 15th, several 
hundred elite US Army 
Rangers and Marines 

with heavy artillery have deployed 
in northern Syria in a modest but 
significant military escalation by 
US President Donald Trump in the 
campaign against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) that may further expand in 
the coming weeks.

US officials on March 8th said the 
Trump administration could base 
up to 1,000 US troops in Kuwait to 
serve as a fast-reaction reserve force 
in the battle against ISIS — a move 
that strongly suggests Trump is 
prepared to substantially raise the 

stakes in Syria after years of half-
hearted US involvement.

However, the US action height-
ened tensions with Turkey, a NATO 
partner and nominal ally, and 
sharply exposed the increasingly 
complex geopolitical rivalries that 
have emerged in northern Syria. 
They come amid final preparations 
for the battle for Raqqa, de facto 
capital of the caliphate proclaimed 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) and the 
group’s last urban stronghold in 
Syria.

Ankara is at odds with the United 
States over which forces should 
spearhead the final assault on 
Raqqa, expected to be unleashed in 
the next few weeks.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim warned that Ankara’s rela-
tions with the United States could 
be “seriously damaged” if the 
Americans continued to support 
the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), 
a Kurdish-dominated alliance that 
has been the United States’ most re-
liable partner in the multisided Syr-
ian maelstrom.

In a bizarre twist in a long-bewil-
dering war, the primary mission of 
the US Army Rangers is to protect 
the Americans’ Kurdish and Arab al-
lies massed in the region from Tur-
key, which wants its own forces to 

lead the charge against Raqqa, the 
big prize in the war to crush ISIS.

There have been sporadic clashes 
between the two forces, heighten-
ing the messy struggle for regional 
influence between the key powers 
involved in the Syrian conflict.

The force of 200 US Marines, 
equipped with 155mm howitzers, 

which can lob GPS-guided shells 
32km, have dug in west of Raqqa. 
The gunners from the 11th Marine 
Expeditionary Unit will provide fire 
support for US-backed Syrian forces 
who are preparing to assault Raqqa 
under cover of US-led air strikes.

The troops from the 75th Ranger 
Regiment deployed west of the 

town of Manbij, 65km north-west 
of Raqqa, with heavily armoured 
Stryker fighting vehicles.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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The Tunisian 
president does not 
hide his concern about 
the crisis in Libya.

Challenges ahead. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi speaking 
at the Carthage Palace.                                                                  (AFP)
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Bizarre twist. US forces take up positions on the outskirts of the Syrian town Manbij, on March 7th. (AP)                                                                                                  
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